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In early March, campesino organizations launched a series of land invasions in Guatemala's
far-northern department of El Peten, leading to violent clashes with authorities. In contrast to
squatter conflicts in other parts of the country, the incidents in El Peten have generated a national
controversy because many of the affected lands are in protected ecological zones that form part of
the Maya Biosphere Reserve, which is considered the largest and most important environmentally
protected area in Central America.
Land conflicts in Guatemala have been gaining momentum since the beginning of this year, largely
spurred by government efforts to throw campesinos off farms that they have been occupying
illegally since early 1996. During the first half of last year, a series of land invasions exploded
throughout the Guatemalan countryside. Most of the conflicts subsided during the second semester
because the government and the Guatemalan guerrillas signed landmark agreements to address
the agrarian issue as part of the final peace agreement that was signed last December (see NotiSur ,
02/29/96 , 05/02/96, 06/07/96 and 01/17/97).
Nevertheless, at least 40 farms remained in the hands of squatters, bringing legal demands from the
country's business associations to evict the campesinos. In January and February, the government
responded to some of these demands. On Jan. 15, police threw 400 families (about 2,000 people) off
the Rio Cacao farm in the eastern department of Izabal, which they had occupied since February
1996.
The evicted campesinos clashed with riot police after the farm's private security force burned
down the group's huts and other makeshift structures. On Feb. 13, police forcibly evicted another
50 families from a farm in Ocos, in the far-western department of San Marcos, leading to more
skirmishes. These evictions, plus the government's slowness in implementing peace-accord
commitments to resolve land problems, have encouraged the umbrella Coordinadora Nacional de
Organizaciones Campesinas (CNOC) to threaten new land invasions, both to retake the farms from
which the police evicted them and to press other demands for land.

Police and squatters clash over lands in Maya Biosphere
Although CNOC member organizations have taken action in a number of departments since
February, the most militant campesino initiatives are in El Peten, where local groups have pulled
together in a new department-level umbrella organization, the Unidad Campesina de Peten (UCP).
Since its formation, the UCP has helped organize land invasions throughout the department,
including occupations of four large farms in mid-March around Sayaxche and San Francisco, in the
central and eastern zones of El Peten. According to officials, at least 1,000 hectares of land in the
department are now in squatter hands, leading to adamant demands for police evictions by business
associations.
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Many of the invaded lands, however, rest inside the Maya Biosphere, especially in areas around El
Tigre Lagoon a huge national park in the far north of the department and around Ceibal, a park in
the south that includes important Mayan archeological sites. As a result, the business associations
have been joined by the government's Consejo Nacional de Areas Protegidas (CONAP) and the
Comision Nacional del Ambiente (CONAMA) in requesting judicial orders to evict squatters.
Nevertheless, unlike evictions in other parts of the country, the UCP has fought back in coordinated
fashion against police. On March 6, for example, some 500 UCP members ambushed police officers
after they had evicted 40 squatter families from Guayacan, a hamlet on the shores of El Tigre
Lagoon.
The campesinos who were particularly enraged because CONAP officials ordered the squatters'
huts and installations burned during the eviction held 32 police officers and CONAP and CONAMA
representatives hostage for two days. The standoff ended only after President Alvaro Arzu agreed
to appoint a high-level commission, headed by Vice President Luis Flores, to negotiate UCP land
demands throughout El Peten department. Despite the commission's appointment, conflicts have
continued throughout El Peten, especially in the Biosphere. In early April, about 60 campesinos
destroyed a government-run biological research center on the shores of El Tigre, and they briefly
held 13 employees hostage, in retaliation for CONAP efforts to push more squatters out of the park.
According to the UCP, CONAP has set up two observation posts to crack down on squatter
settlements, and it burned down a makeshift dwelling constructed by one campesino family in the
area. Peten land conflicts pit environmentalists against campesinos The UCP's decision to support
squatter settlements on lands in the Maya Biosphere has caused an uproar among environmental
organizations in Guatemala, who say that poor campesinos must respect the country's delicate
biodiversity, the same as wealthy individuals and companies.
"Neither extreme poverty nor extreme wealth can justify breaking the law, above all when it is
an issue of protecting national patrimony," said Marco Vinicio Cerezo, general director of the
Fundacion para el Ecodesarrollo y la Conservacion (FUNDAECO). "If these land invasions are
tolerated, it will only provoke more. The government must provide poor campesinos with land to
work and live on, but never in the country's protected areas."
On April 2, some 30 Guatemalan environmental organizations published an appeal to the
government, business associations, campesino organizations, and the former guerrilla organization
Union Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) to find ways of carrying out the peace
accords especially those clauses that refer to land problems- -without damaging the environment.
"We must enforce respect for protected zones by strictly adhering to a strategy of sustainable
development that maintains the country's delicate equilibrium," reads the appeal. "Even if the
peace accords do not lead to a lasting solution to land problems, it would be a grave mistake to allow
such shortsighted, expedient responses as the invasion of protected zones."
Environmental groups are especially concerned because the Maya Biosphere has already suffered
extensive damage in recent years. International experts estimate that in 1996 deforestation in
the Biosphere reached an annual rate of 3%, largely because of the unchecked spread of farming
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by campesinos and wealthy landowners, as well as illegal logging by domestic and Mexican
organizations.
Nevertheless, the UCP argues that, as long as the government does not take steps to break up
the concentration of land in the hands of a wealthy minority in El Peten, poor campesinos will
be forced to occupy state lands, even in protected zones, since such parks include about 20,000
sq km of arable land in that department. "The situation in El Peten is very sensitive," said UCP
leader Maria Abregon de Che. "The local population cannot continue to tolerate the government's
acquiescence to wealthy landowners, who are permitted to amass ever greater extensions of land,
while poor campesinos don't even have a square inch of land to farm....We have no choice but to
occupy whatever lands are available. Even if the government continues to throw us out by force and
burn our houses down, we will still return to scrape out a living on those lands." [Sources: Inforpress
Centroamericana (Guatemala), 12/12/96; Guatemala Weekly, 03/17/97; Prensa Libre (Guatemala),
10/14/96, 11/23/96, 12/06/96, 01/11/97, 01/15-17/97, 02/01/97, 02/07/97, 02/09/97, 02/14/97, 02/20/97,
03/06-08/97, 03/12/97, 03/14/97, 03/21/97, 03/25/97; Siglo Vientiuno (Guatemala), 04/03-05/97,
04/08/97; La Hora (Guatemala), 11/09/97, 04/01/97, 04/03/97, 04/12/97, 04/14/97]
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